Sweet Briar College 



Drew 



The changes at Sweet Briar College, during and after 
War I, suggest a change in the attitude of the world both inside 
and outside of Sweet Briar towards women and their education. 
Is it possible that after seeing how important women were to the 
war effort, the world was starting to realize the importance 
of educating women? By presenting examples of changes between 
1910 and 1920 at Sweet Briar College, I will attempt to prove 
that these changes were, in part, a result of World War I. 

Sweet Briar College began accepting students in I906. 
At its opening, the courses offered at Sweet Briar were very 
limited. During this time the curriculum consisted of the 
basics, such as? English, history, mathematics, Latin, and 
other languages. 1 The college itself, consisted of three types 
of students: . those preparing for college - called pre-freshmen, 
those that were actually college students, and those who were 
called Special Students. 2 The students preparing for college 
were part of what was called the Sweet Briar Academy. The Academy 
was roughly equivalent to what we consider to be a preparatory 
school or working on post graduate studies at a high school. 
The Special Students were students who had no major nor any 
particular course of study. These students were using Sweet 
Briar as a type of 'finishing school*. The main goal of the Special 
Students seemed to be the pursuit of an eligible 



for 



when a college educal 
for women was not taken very seriously. Higher education for 
women was considered to be frivolous and an unnecessary 
extravagance. Many people considered a women's college as merely 
a convenient place to cultivate eligible candidates for marriage. 
The period of time before World War I was a time during which 
there was "... a storm of protest against colleges throughout 

the entire nation, and especially against higher education for 
3 

women." This statement describes one of the most difficult 

obstacles Sweet Briar College had to overcome. 

Unfortunately, it was sometimes the colleges themselves 

that unknowingly kept this false image of a womens college alive. 

There were more than a few aspects of Sweet Briar that helped 

keep alive its 'finishing school' image. One such aspect was the 

of itself. In the prologue to the 

ilogues, from I906 to I9I8, the following 

passage is included in the history of Sweet Briar: 

"(Sweet Briar College) standing for a policy 
and work distinctly and particulary its own 
will offer to the young women of the South 
carefully formulated courses of study, leading 
to degrees, of high grade and proper adaption 
to the needs and capabilities of the female ^ 
and some scientific ..." 



that even the college itself, felt 
of handling academics seriousiy. 




This quote leads one to 
that women were not 



In place of the history they presented the 
with a brief summation of the founding of the college and the 

of the college. When the college 



printing its history in 193^, the wording of the history 
was decidely different from the wording of the 



limit its desired students to 

"the young women of the South. 1,6 The college, wisely, leaves 

out any type of reference to the "needs and capabilities of 
.,7 mu„ 



Sweet Briar 

a change in the way the faculty and administration were 
viewing their students and prospective students. Could it be 
that the importance of women in World War I was making people 
realize that women were capable of more than previously assumed? 
Were educators realizing the potential of an educated women? 

It wasn't just the world outside of Sweet Briar that was 
beginning to see women's education in a new light. The students 
and faculty at Sweet Briar were also changing. The students 
were starting to question values and traditions, that previously 
were taken for granted. Some good examples of the students 

can be seen in the Sweet Briar Magazine, 
its. The magazines contain records of 
debates over such subjects as womens suffrage. On February k, 
1911, the sophomore class held a debate. The subject was, 

o 

"Resolved - that women should have the right to vote." There 
were also some interesting stories included in this magazine, 
such as: "Matrimony versus higher education." 9 It is apparent 
that women were beginning to view themselves and their educations 
more importance. An editorial in the April 191^- edition of 

states that when a woman has an education 
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that she has been innoculated against 
m of her life." 10 All these student's views 
and comments on life, academic and otherwise, suggest a definite 
shift of attitude at Sweet Briar College. 

The students were not the only ones going through changes 
at the college. The faculty and administration 

3 starting to demand more from the 
majority of the faculty's demands centered around the 
adjustments needed in the curriculum. The professors 
d< 



physical 

education. They also wanted new courses in physiology, english 

and French history, and advanced courses in Spanish, economics 

11 




ge was now beginning to offer courses 
that would help women in places other than the home. An example 
of these new courses is the offering of Commercial Advertising. 12 
The administration itself was also making demands. In a May 8, IfX? 
meeting of the Executive Committee, "The president announced 
that she had presented to the Board of Trustees a plan to have 
Sweet Briar made the State College for Women, co-ordinated with 
the University of Virginia .... Although the Board approved 



the plan, it was never 
Briar was the degree o 
degree they offered was the Bachelor of Arts degree. The year 



of I917 brought to Sweet Briar, the Bachelor of Science degree. 
The offering of a degree in the sciences was a big stej 
in womens education. V/omen now had the incentive to explore 
fields of study otherwise left to men. 
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to be a 

point in the history of Sweet Briar College. Many changes were 

made and many milestones were established. Mrs. Emily Watts 

McVea took over for Miss Mary K. Benedict as president of the 

college. Sweet Briar became more aware of the need for honor among 

the students, and as a result the Sweet Briar College 

now contained the following passage: 

"The honor system obtains at the college and 
all tests and examinations are given under 
this system. Any violation of its requiremen - 
constitutes an offense of great seriousness." 



This was the first mention of any 
catalogues. If the school was taking the Honor System more 
seriously now, maybe this indicates that students were taking 
academics and their education more seriously. The college wa 
prospective students to realize the high moral standards that 
embodied Sweet Briar College. A look at the lectures offered 
Sweet Briar during 1916 and I917 may also suggest a 




Charles Zublin spoke on 'The United States, pace-maker or peace- 

i» »r>Y> Rairmnnd Beasley spoke on 1 

1 11 1 



English War Hospital . 1 Offering lectures of this caliber 
that Sweet Briar students were becoming more interested and 

brought one low point to Sweet Briar - enrollment. The total 
enrollment for this period of time was 11? students, and all time 
low for the college. It seems that the war affected Sweet Briar 
in this (enrollment) aspect also. For either personal or 
reasons, many students were refraining from attending college. 





s accomplishments. In many ways 



President McVea surpassed ex-president Benedict's accomplishments. 
The second year of her presidency brought something entirely new 
to Sweet Briar. "In accordance with the wish of the founder of 
the college, Mrs. Indiana Fletcher Williams, 10 scholarships . .. 
are given on the recommendation of the President to such applicants 
as are deemed worthy." 1 ? The offering of scholarships by the 
college was something entirely new to Sweet Briar. Previously 
it seemed that Sweet Briar felt that if a student couldn't afford 
a Sweet Briar education, than she was not worthy of a Sweet 
Briar education. It seems that "... proceeds from the Tea 
Room and the Book Shop had been invested and the interest. . ." 

-l o 

was being used to help fund the scholarships. The college was 
also offering " a few remunerative positions in the college for 
students desiring such opportunities." 19 This was also the first 
time that Sweet Briar offered any type of paying jobs to students. 
The idea of a woman working, let alone working to pay for her 
education, was an entirely revolutionary one. With more and 
more women in the job market, Sweet Briar was keeping up with 
the times by offering students jobs. President McVea believed 
in helping the war effort in any way possible and thus a 
"... committee was appointed to discuss the mobilization of the 
students to some form of war service .... " 20 Although the war 
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concerned, more students were 




The 



— Q — 



. . . . " This letter 
is a definite indication of the changing views about women and 
their education. By including this statement in the College 
Catalogues, Sweet Briar was expressing their opinion that the 
college was equal to any other college in the nation. Sweet Briar 

;e in other ways. 1919 
that the following statement appeared: "By action 
of the Board of Directors, Sweet Briar Academy has been discontinued 

, the college itself was moving away from the stereotypical 
to of a womens college being merely a 'finishing school'. 
J move was a major step in Sweet Briar's growing independence 
of a girls school. Sweet Briar was now without 
question, a Womens College. Enrollment was another milestone 
for Sweet Briar during 1919-1920. The enrollment reached an all 
time high of 253 students. With such a growth in enrollment, it 
is evident that a women's education was now something to be taken 



Between the years of 1910 and 1920, Sweet Briar evolved into 
a full-fledged college. Gone were the Academy and the Special 
Students. In their place were women who were serious about their 
education. These were a new type of women. They had experienced 
the effects of a major war and learned of their importance from 
it. These women were learning that they were just as capable 
as any man. The college (Sweet Briar) some of these women chose 
to attend, was one that had also seen the effects of the war. 
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in enrollment at Sweet Briar was small, but encouraging. 

in every aspect, from curriculum to enrollment. The year of 
Briar College considering the advantages and 

courses. 21 The 



of pre-nursing courses show that World 
to reach the curriculum at Sweet Briar. By offering lectures 
such as: "women and war work" and "America and Foreign Relations" 
it seems that the faculty and administration wanted to he sure 
that their students were knowledgeable about current events. 
The war seemed to be a turning point for 
The faculty and administration came to realize 
it was to keep their students informed about the world outside 
of Sweet Briar. After the war, Sweet Briar continued to keep its 
students informed, especially through lectures with topics 
relevant to current events. During the fall of 1919. the college 
had the Hon. Walter M. Chandler speak on " 

aftermath" and Dr. Ida H. Ogilivie speak on "The Women's Land 



22 
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were 
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were definitely relevant to 
the period of time after World War I. Again Sweet Briar was 
keeping its students well-informed. Another example of chang 
at Sweet Briar College can be seen in the opening statement of 

actually an excerpt from a letter written to 

.. In this letter President Wilson says, « I 

• making through the Bureau 

of the 



of Education a com' 





of educating them. Not all the changes a t Sweet Eriar were 
"because of the war, but the majority of them were caused 
directly or indirectly by the effects of World War I. If one 
were to comment on the beneficial effects of World War I, the 
strengthening of the educational system for women and their 
colleges would definitely have to be included. Sweet Briar 
College ia a prime example of a womens college that was 
strengthened, in part, by World War I. 
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